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Take four
neuroscientists
Colin Blakemore
What is your advice to a neuroscience
PhD student? Think long and hard
about whether you want to commit
yourself to a career in scientific
neuroscience. There are limited
resources, grants, jobs and ideas.
The sort of people who can’t live
without research are the sort of
people who will have the enthusiasm
to continue. Also, it is very easy to
get bogged down in the intricacies of
the brain. Never forget that the brain
is a cognitive machine, not just a
piece of tissue. That is especially
relevant to neurogeneticists, who will
look at a gene in isolation from
everything else. 
What, in your opinion, is the greatest
unanswered question? What exactly
are qualia? Qualia are the qualities of
conscious experience — the redness
of red, for example. But what are
they in physical terms? For example,
think in terms of explaining the
conscious experience of the bat. We
may be able to give a description of
the conscious thought of a bat, but
we will never be able to experience
what it is to be that bat.
Colin Blakemore works on vision and the
early development of the brain at Oxford
University, UK.
Richard Frackowiak
What is your greatest unanswered
question? I’m working on it. In
science, it is definitely how the brain
is functionally organized.
Consciousness is part of it, but it’s the
broader, more fundamental question.
The fundamental belief or
assumption is that everything we do,
all our emotions, feelings, fears, are
the product of the brain, in one way or
another. How they are produced is
just fascinating, and of course critical
to understanding diseases of the
brain, of which there are many, and
many of which are devastating. I
suppose one of my fears would be
motor neurone disease or early
dementia.
Richard Frackowiak pioneered the study of
the brain using non-invasive imaging
techniques, including fMRI. He is at the
Institute of Neurology in London, UK.
Michael Gazzaniga
What is your advice to a neuroscience
PhD student? Turn off the e-mail.
There is a whole change in the
culture; they are victims of easy-
access information. The fact is that
success is still based on long, hard
hours in the lab.
What is your greatest unanswered
question? Getting any sense of how
neuroscience will actually explain
consciousness.
Michael Gazzaniga is a leader in the field of
cognitive neuroscience. He works at
Dartmouth College, USA.
Steven Pinker
What is your advice to a neuroscience
PhD student? Don’t confine your
learning to the academic discipline
called ‘neuroscience’. You picked the
brain to study, rather than the spleen,
because it is the seat of thinking and
feeling. So learn about thinking and
feeling from the other disciplines
that study them: psychology,
linguistics, artificial intelligence,
philosophy of the mind,
anthropology, ethology, economics.
What is your greatest unanswered
question? How did language first
evolve?
Steven Pinker works on language and its
relation to mind and brain at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, USA.
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Alpha-kinases: a new
class of protein
kinases with a novel
catalytic domain
Alexey G. Ryazanov,
Karen S. Pavur and
Maxim V. Dorovkov
The vast majority of eukaryotic
protein kinases have a similar
catalytic domain structure consisting
of twelve conserved subdomains [1].
We, and others, have recently
reported the existence in eukaryotes
of protein kinases with a completely
different structure [2–5]. We cloned
and sequenced cDNAs encoding
elongation factor-2 kinase (eEF-2
kinase) [5], a ubiquitous protein
kinase involved in the regulation of
protein synthesis [6]. The catalytic
domain of eEF-2 kinase does not
display any homology to the
catalytic domains of the
conventional eukaryotic protein
kinases [5]. It is, however, strikingly
similar to the catalytic domain of
myosin heavy chain kinase A
(MHCK A) from Dictyostelium [2,3].
In order to analyze how
widespread this novel class of
protein kinases is, we performed
extensive database searches for
proteins with homology to the 
eEF-2 kinase/MHCK A catalytic
domain. No homologous proteins
were found in any prokaryotic
organisms or in unicellular
eukaryotes, including Saccharomyces
cerevisiae, the genome of which has
now been completely sequenced.
Similarly, this type of protein kinase
catalytic domain has not yet been
detected among plant proteins. In
Caenorhabditis elegans, the genome of
which is almost completely
sequenced, only one such protein
has been found, and it is eEF-2
kinase itself. In Dictyostelium, there
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conducted for BioMedNews — the
conference news section of BioMedNet
— at the 1998 Society for Neuroscience
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